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1. Introduction 
The ambition, curiosity and desire to pursue this stems from my own experiences 
studying at the University of Cape Town and living in South Africa for a combined 
two years respectively. In best Cinderella manner I should also add that not only did I 
fall in love with South Africa, I ended up falling in love and marrying a Xhosa girl 
from the Township of Philipi in the outskirts of Cape Town.  
According to my South African peers, an American-Dane like myself, or any 
Caucasian non-South African for that matter, are simply labeled as; “An 
International”. When asking fellow “internationals” in my neighborhood and in 
general, what their purpose of visiting Cape Town a pattern of two types of answers 
emerged; Studying at the university or doing volunteer work. Particularly one 
destination of volunteer work was consistently mentioned. Namely, Beth Uriel; Home 
to 26 previously disadvantaged young men between the ages of 16 and 24 and hosting 
up to 25 “international” applicants a year who are interested in giving their time and 
resources varying anywhere from 6 weeks to 12 months1. There was such a high 
demand of internationals wanting to volunteer and contribute at Beth Uriel and many 
had paid agencies and organizations to facilitate the opportunity to go there. Not to 
mention that the ratio of volunteers to the people of Beth Uriel was close to 1 :1. 
Perhaps it was me being naïve but I found it somewhat odd yet fascinating that not 
only were people willing to volunteer their time and energy but in fact willing to pay 
money in order to do volunteer work. As an aspiring social scientist and researcher 
from Roskilde University and in order to satisfy my own curiosity I decided to delve 
into what I considered a “new trend” and concluded that the term used to depict it was 
called, “voluntourism”.   
    
                                                        
1 http://www.bethuriel.co.za 
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Although the spell checker does not recognize it, the word “voluntourism” is indeed a 
legitimate term as well as the driving catalyst for people who wish to volunteer for a 
noble cause while on vacation. The appeal of wanting to get involved in ‘making 
things better’ for local groups, orphanages, schools or other projects is the glue that 
holds many different strains of voluntourism together (Stupart, 2011). Today, growing 
numbers of tourists demand “authentic” travel experiences, reflecting both an inertia 
with mass tourism and an increasing desire for more interactive, meaningful and 
individualized experiences (Norman & Richter, 2010: 223). For example, tour 
operators such as Travelocity.com host a 5,000usd Voluntourism Grant Contest 
towards one of their eight Signature Trips 3 , that vary from animal and nature 
preservation to caring for children in impoverished countries. Another agency named 
RealGap4 “offer a diverse range of travel adventures and volunteer projects…” and, 
“send thousands of people on unforgettable trips every year.” In fact they offer such a 
handsome amount “Child Care Abroad” programs that you can sort and display the 
result according to; Bestseller, Price or Duration.  
As voluntourism grows, it is not surprising that so do both the praise and criticism. 
Critics claim, for instance, that volunteer tourism is just a guise for rich travelers to 
feel less guilty when traveling to poor areas, or that it creates a culture of dependency 
in the local destination. However, supporters see voluntourism as a means of 
providing much needed resources and expertise to worthy projects while allowing 
visitors the opportunity to give back to the destination they are visiting and interact 
                                                        
2 Beth Uriel ”Family” Foto 
3 http://www.travelocity.com/TravelForGood/voluntourism.html 
4http://www.realgap.co.uk/child-care-abroad 
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more meaningfully with the host community (Lamooureux, 2012). Some claim that 
volunteering abroad is often seen as a win-win enterprise. Where individuals gain 
enriching life experiences, get to travel to a different country and can add to their CV 
while making a difference to someone’s life or protecting the environment (Lee, 
2010). Critics, however, claim that while such intentions are laudable in theory, in 
practice they are having unintended consequences. Enforcing such statements, Birrell 
(2010) Claims that the rapid growth of “volunteerism” is like the rapid growths of the 
aid industry: Salving our own consciences without fully examining the consequences 
for the people we seek to help. From schools to orphanages, they hope their efforts 
will have a positive impact on a country with far fewer resources and opportunities 
than their own. Other critics say transient volunteering is more suited to making 
participants feel like do-gooders than to doing good.” ( Fitzpatrick, 2007) In a article 
for the International Institute for Environment and Development, Kate Lee (2010) 
Looks into some of the more serious problems associated with volunteer tourism, a 
such as the fact that is has become commercially driven and organizers are more 
focused on meeting their clients’ needs than the needs of the host community. Birrell 
(2010) additionally adds that; “Too many travelers carry a naively romantic idea of 
doing good alongside their luggage. Unfortunately, they are led by their hearts and not 
by their heads.” Regardless of such statements, there is no doubt, in my own opinion, 
that the intentions are good and noble and that many want to go back home with a 
sense of satisfaction and a proud feeling of something along the terms of; “I have 
made a difference”. However, shouldn’t the emphasis of such a sentence be on; 
“made a difference” and not the “I have”?  
Despite the fact that it is highly unorthodox, I would kindly ask the reader to briefly 
take a look at the very last page of this project. It is a sample or a “snap shot” per se 
of the hundreds of agencies, facilitators and organizations promoting alternative 
possibilities of tourism. To the” untrained eye” this appears honorable enough. 
However, when you reach the very same last page of the project (the conventional 
way), you might perhaps have generated a different perception.    
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Problem Formulation. 
Does voluntourism have implications on targeted destinations and to what extent does 
voluntourism satisfy the basic needs of the host? 
Research Questions (potential):  
-What are the key features and characteristics of Voluntourism? 
- Does voluntourism create dependencies? 
 
2. Conceptual Definitions. 
The aim of this chapter is to conceptualize and define the term “voluntourism” as well 
as a brief understanding of volunteer work and tourism given that fact that 
“voluntourism” is a fusion of the two. The project however, will in the analysis 
section highlight and elaborate on the key features and common traits of the term by 
reviewing multiple sources. In other words, create a conceptual framework. However, 
despite the fact that my spellchecker on MS Word does not recognize “voluntourism” 
and suggests “volunteerism” and “voluntarism” instead,  the initial step was indeed to 
look it up in the dictionary followed by    
Tourism — 1. The activity or practice or touring, especially for pleasure. 2. The 
business or industry of providing information, accommodations, transportation, and 
other services to tourists. 
 
Volunteer — 1. a person who voluntarily offers himself or herself for a service or 
undertaking. 2. a person who performs a service willingly and without pay. 
 
Voluntourism — Tourism in which travelers do voluntary work to help communities 
or the environment in the places they are visiting5 
  
At the crossroads of volunteering and tourism is volunteer tourism or “voluntourism”. 
While there is no single accepted definition of what constitutes volunteer tourism, 
generally it involves the inclusion of a volunteer component to a vacation experience.” 
(Lamoureux, 2012) Volunteer tourism, or “voluntourism” is a term that “applies to 
tourist who, for various reasons, volunteer in an organized way to undertake holidays 
that might involve aiding or alleviating the material poverty of some groups in society, 
the restoration of certain environments or research into aspects of society or 
environment” (Wearing, 2001:1) According to one branch of the industry itself, it is 
                                                        
5 Dictionary.com 
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defined as; “The conscious, seamlessly integrated combination of voluntary service to 
a destination and the best, traditional elements of travel – arts, culture, geography, 
history and recreation – in that destination.” (Voluntourist.org)  
 
3. Methodology. 
The objective this section and the paragraphs that follow, is to provide the reader with 
an understanding of the overall research strategy. Because of all the considerations 
displayed below, a diagram is used to illustrate the overall research strategy.  
There are a seemingly infinite number of social research methods available to 
investigate a problem formulation or a proposed question of thought. The methods 
executed becomes your tools for investigating and proving/disproving ones 
assumptions. Throughout various methods that we have been exposed to as aspiring 
social scientists and researchers, this project is branching off of the interdisciplinary 
subjects of sociology, economics and a grand frame of philosophies of social science. 
This is due to the nature of the term voluntourism that covers a wide range of fields 
ranging from tourism to development. 
 During the course of the conducted research, the projects point of departure is 
engaged in literature reviews and document analysis of various sorts, including, but 
not limited to government, independent media, mainstream media, and academic and 
scholarly works and publications. In the project, extensive use of Human Scale 
Development Theory was made to create an “authentic” understanding of what the 
basic needs are and whether or not they are met by the objectives of voluntourism.  
In order to make a necessary link to our ‘real world’ one must adopt a more tangible 
manner of approach. In relation to this project, it is done via an appreciation for the 
so-called, “middle range theory” which is regarded as operation in a more limited 
domain of social life (Bryman, 2004: 5) and by doing so making the investigative 
approach more tangible. This decision follows the overall philosophic direction of 
hermeneutics. 
Hereby the project will set its focus in relation to the study of the social world in 
terms of hermeneutics. Understanding or “Verstehen” (Bryman, 2004: 15) becomes 
the turning point and following Max Weber’s definition, used primarily in sociology, 
the task becomes an attempt to explain and understand social action as being 
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meaningful to actors and therefore needing to be interpreted from their point of view. 
This is expected to be conducted through causal explanations (Bryman, 2004: 13). 
When taking such an interpretative stance one must keep in mind that we as 
researchers are not just laying the bare how members of a social group interpret the 
world around them. There is an double interpretation going one in that we as 
researchers are providing an interpretation of others’ interpretations. The last layer in 
this regard is that within this approach we as researchers should also be further 
interpreted in terms of concepts, theories and literature. (Bryman, 2004: 15) 
In order to make a connection between knowledge and reality, the project takes its 
point of departure in the hermeneutic view as a tool for understanding or findings and 
the related interpretations. Hermeneutics is a term originally drawn from field of 
theology to interpret biblical works. However, since it is introduction, various 
interpretations of hermeneutics have evolved. When imported and applied into the 
field of social sciences, it becomes a term concerning the theory and method of 
interpreting human action or texts. Hermeneutics emphasizes the need to understand 
the perspective of any given social actor.  This view relates to the core of the research 
in which I strive to understand, certain actions of the “voluntourist” their impact on 
their target destinations, people and communities respectively.   
Prejudice is a concept emphasized in hermeneutic philosophy. As the name implies, 
prejudice is pre-judging anything that requires an impression before gaining clearer 
understanding of the situation at hand.  
Before one interprets a social action or text, one does indeed associate it with a prior 
experience that you may have had, good or bad, and therefore associate your prior 
experience with someone else’s interpretation. Prejudice in its “pure” form is neutral, 
it depends in which context it is applied that determines whether it is positive or 
negative. However, though we all face a “fixed” prejudice notion due to our 
surroundings and previous experiences,  as an aspiring social scientist and researcher 
it should be common sense that matters of objectivity are crucial. However though, 
preliminary motivation and interest of the case at hand does reflect subjectivity to a 
certain degree. Mainly due to the fact that I have lived in South Africa, studied at the 
University of Cape Town, followed by frequent visits and last but not least married a 
South African woman who, when we met, was living in the Township of Philipi. The 
majority of the literature obtained for this project also originates from my studies at 
the University of Cape Town (UCT).  
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Prior to the noble attempt of completing this project and before preliminary research 
was heavily conducted. As mentioned in the introduction and problem area prejudices 
were indeed executed based on my own experiences with the high demand and influx 
of people from the “global north” volunteering their time and resources to the “global 
south”. Therefore in relation to the context of hermeneutic prejudice from personal 
experiences and the preliminary research has led me to form my own conclusions and 
explanations to answer the problem formulation.  
Another concept emphasized in the field of hermeneutics is the notion of a 
“hermeneutic circle”. It  represents that the meaning of a whole text or action is 
determined from the individual elements of a text or action that make up a whole. 
While simultaneously, understanding each element as an individual and then referring 
back to what the text or action is a part of within the whole. (Bernstein, 1983)  In this 
given case one looks as a whole on the key features and characteristics of 
voluntourism and how they function together with the Human Scale Development 
Theory. By doing a literature review, for example, one generates a holistic 
understanding of how voluntourism may satisfy the basic needs of the people or the 
community as a whole that is targeted.  
The analytical process is thus based on the steps of first developing an understanding 
of what key dimensions and variables that are presented in the Human Scale 
Development theory as well as the term, voluntourism. These variables are then 
operationalized and applied in a context of specific cases as prime examples viewing 
the positive and negative impacts of the Independent and Dependent variables.  
This notion is represented in understanding hermeneutics as a whole. Hermeneutics, 
as has been described, represents multiple elements within the realm of philosophy. 
To engage in the hermeneutic circle thought process, one must take all of the 
aforementioned elements, in order to understand their objectives, all the while being 
able to refer back to the philosophy as a whole, and apply them. 
Application of hermeneutics will be both overt and covert within the project. As 
distinctive features of hermeneutics the project will attempt to grasp the big picture of 
voluntourism  by understanding what implications it may have on satisfying the basic 
needs of the targeted destination. Through this process, hermeneutics will guide the 
researcher as the methodology of interpretation. 
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4. Theory.  
A Theory is Neither right or wrong. It is a tool which is more or less useful creating 
frameworks of explanations.    – Professor Annette Seegers6  
The objective of this section is to provide the reader with a better understanding of 
what are the basic needs are of people, communities and target groups of 
voluntourism destinations and how they can be achieved and satisfied. In order to do 
so this project will attempt to evaluate what our fundamental are and how they can be 
satisfied and achieved respectively. One particular theory which has been generously 
utilized is Abrahm Maslow’s Hierarchy of basic needs.  
Maslow argues that human needs are ranked in a ladder-like structure consisting of 
five holistic tiers; Physiological, Safety, Love/Belonging, Esteem and Self-
actualization. 
On the first tier of the ladder we find the need for basic survival (physiological) such 
as; food, water, clothing etc. Only once this need is met does a person start to 
experience the second tier namely, safety. Similarly, once the need for safety is 
achieved and the individual feels secure from attack and destructive elements, the 
need for love and belongingness surfaces. Thereafter, the need for esteem for yourself 
and others emerges and finally followed by the top tier of which is the need for 
enlightenment and personal growth, or as Maslow calls it, self-actualization. 
 
                                                        
6 Conflict in World Politics course, March 5th 2007, University of Cape Town, Dept of Political 
Studies   
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In the 1970’s and 80’s the United Nations adopted this hierarchical view of needs. As 
a result their development aid programs were aimed at meeting physical and safety 
needs as it was assumed that if these were met the poor would get far enough up 
Maslow’s ladder to look after their own needs. This never materialized (de Wet. 
2007:2) 
Human Scale Development Theory. 
Human Scale Development draws into a single theory of the work done by Manfred 
Max-Neef and team of researchers from five different countries in Latin America. The 
interdisciplinary team consisted of expert in the fields of economics, sociology, 
psychology, philosophy, political science, anthropology, geography, engineering and 
law. Their common ambition was to create an alternative and new model of 
development. 
 
In terms of this theory, human needs are seen as an interactive and interrelated system 
and not as a hierarchy. (Loening-Voysey & Wilson, 2001: 13) “To understand the 
words ‘poverty and ‘development’ with deeper insight we need theories which will 
interpret the inter-relationship between the needs on the one hand, and the measures 
to address them on the other”. (de Wet, 2007: 1) 
“Fundamental human needs must be understood as a system, the dynamics of which 
do not obey hierarchical linearities. This means that on the one hand, no need is more 
important per se than any other; and that on the other hand, there is no fixed order of 
precedence in the actualization of needs (that need B, for instance, can only be met 
alter need A has been satisfied).” (Max-neef 1991: 49) 
 
There are a few key components and features of the Human Scale Development 
theory. The first one classifies the fundamental needs while the second feature 
explains what the needs mean to people in practical terms. The first main feature of 
the theory is the classification of needs into what Max-Neef calls the nine 
fundamental human needs which are common to all people of all cultures and equally 
valuable in human development (de Wet, 2007: 2). The nine fundamental human 
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needs include; Subsistence, Protection, Affection, Understanding, Participation, 
Identity, Idleness, Creation and Freedom. 
Subsistence: This need is satisfied by food, shelter, clothing and water. The 
conventional view of poverty is commonly described as simply the lack of adequate 
provision of these four things. With other fundamental human needs having been 
identified our understanding of what constitutes an maintains poverty has been 
considerably broadened. From the classification proposed, it follows that, food and 
shelter, for example, must not be seen as needs but as satisfiers of the fundamental 
need for Subsistence. (Max-neef 1991:17) 
 
Protection: This refers to the need to be protected from exploitation, violence, 
disease and many other things… The curative systems, preventive systems and health 
schemes in general are satisfiers of the need for Protection. ((Max-neef 1991:17) 
 
Affection: This speaks of the need to love and be loved in warm and intimate 
relationships in which we a treated with respect. 
Understanding: This includes the need to be educated and informed so that we can 
understand our world, our society and ourselves, and therefore, are not marginalized 
because we cannot make our needs understood. 
Participation: This refers to the need to be involved with others in the making of 
decisions, plan and policies, and to play, worship, learn and play with other people. 
Identity: This is the need to answer the question; “who am I?” This includes a need 
for a clear sense of a belonging to whatever is felt to ground identity, however 
vaguely that may be conceived 
Idleness: This term has for some people negative connotations of laziness. We, 
therefore, prefer to use the term relaxation. A tranquil state of mind and spirit that 
allows for thought and reflection. 
Creation: This refers to need to be creative; to exercise our God-given creative urge 
to make things and to see the finished product. 
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Freedom: This speaks of the need to enjoy the personal space within which to grow 
to our full potential free from restrictive barriers 
 
According to Human Scale Development theory the lack of satisfaction of any of the 
nine fundamental needs is poverty. “With this in mind Max-Neef suggests that 
economists and others should no longer talk about poverty (singular) but of poverties 
(plural). (de Wet 2007:3)  
“In fact, any fundamental human need that is not adequately satisfied reveals a human 
poverty. Some examples are as follows: poverty of subsistence (due to insufficient 
income, food, shelter, etc.); of protection (due to bad health systems, violence, arms 
race, etc.); of affection (due to authoritarianism, oppression, exploitative relations 
with the natural environment, etc.); of understanding (due to poor quality of 
education); of participation (due to marginalization and discrimination of women, 
children and minorities); and of identity (due to imposition of alien values upon local 
and regional cultures, forced migration, political exile, etc.). (Max-Neef 1991:19)”  
As mentioned previously the second feature of the Human Scale Development theory 
is to “classify” what these needs mean to people in practical terms. Max-Neef 
proposes the following four ways of categorizing and describing the satisfaction of 
the nine fundamental human needs. 
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Being: This refers to the qualities of the satisfier. For example, the need for Affection 
may be satisfied by the satisfier of being receptive, generous, passionate or humorous. 
Another example is that being healthy can satisfy the need for Subsistence. The 
adjectives we use to describe the satisfier indicate the Being dimension.  
Having: A prime example of the satisfier of Having, would be how having trusting 
relationships with family and friends meets the needs for Affection. Another example 
would be having access to food, water, shelter and clothing meets the need for 
Subsistence. The nouns we use indicate the Having dimension.   
Doing: The need for Affection is not satisfied by simply having a caring family, we 
need to be doing something to, such as participating in family affairs, forgiving and 
helping one another, etc. Verbs express the doing aspect of the satisfier. Similarly the 
need for Subsistence is not merely met by having food we still need to cook the food. 
(de Wet, 2007:4) 
Interacting: Refers to locations or milieus in the sense of times and spaces (Max-neef, 
1991:40). This refers to the environment (the location, sphere and milieu) within 
which the needs are satisfied. Prepositions such as; in, to, from, by and with, express 
the interactive aspect of a satisfier. For example growing up in a family environment 
that accepts you for who you are can satisfy the need for Affection or living in a 
country with strong socialist values may satisfy the need for Subsistence.    
 
Max-Neef distinguishes between different types of satisfiers. He talks about the 
following; destructive satisfiers, Pseudo satisfiers, Inhibiting satisfiers, singular 
satisfiers and Synergic satisfiers.  Satisfiers refers to the ways in which needs are met 
whether in individual, group or environmental contexts. It is emphasized that these 
should not be reduced to economic goods only. There is no linear relationship 
between needs and satisfiers. (Loening-Voysey & Wilson, 2001: 14) 
 
Destructive Satisfiers: Instead of satisfying a need, violating or destructive satisfiers 
fail to meet the need they are intended to, and in fact make the possibility of meeting 
other needs impossible too. For example, an authoritarian parent of a teenager, who 
supposedly is acting in the best interest of the teenager, indeed has the opposite effect 
as the parent suppresses the teenagers needs for affection, participation and freedom. 
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Destructive satisfiers are almost always imposed by people who have power over 
others. (de Wet 2007:5)  When applied with the intention of satisfying a given need, 
not only do they annihilate the possibility of its satisfaction over time, but they also 
impair the adequate satisfaction of other needs.” (Max-neef 1991:31)    
 
Pseudo Satisfiers: Pseudo satisfiers are elements that generate a false sense of 
satisfaction of a given need. (Max-neef 1991: 31) Here people rely on a false sense of 
satisfaction believing that they are actually meeting a need. An example could be how 
advertisement and marketing schemes (in this case; volunteer tourism) can create 
promises of various sorts of satisfaction needs for identity, affection and participation.  
 
Inhibiting Satisfiers: A particular need can be indulged to a point of excess so that 
the satisfaction of  other needs is inhibited. Inhibiting satisfiers are those that by the 
way they satisfy (actually over-satisfy) a given need thus seriously impairing the 
possibility of satisfying other needs (Max-Neef, 1991:36). A prime example could be 
an “Authoritarian Classroom” (Ibid: 37). Whereas the need for Understanding is 
overly satisfied it simultaneously prohibits a genuine satisfaction of Participation, 
Creation, Identity and Freedom. 
  
Singular Satisfiers: These types of satisfiers are inadequate because they fail to 
integrate several other satisfactions of needs simultaneously. Primitive examples of 
singular satisfiers could potentially be; Soup kitchens and food aid that is not part of a 
broader development program Additionally Max-Neef elaborates; Singular satisfiers 
are those that satisfy one particular need. In regard to the satisfaction of other needs, 
they are neutral. They are characteristic of plan and programs of assistance, 
cooperation and development. These satisfiers are similar in that they are 
institutionalized; that is, their origins are in institutions of the state, of the private 
sector or of the voluntary or non-governmental sector. (Max-Neef, 1991:36)   
 
Synergic Satisfiers: Synergic satisfiers are those that by the way they satisfy a given 
need, stimulate and contribute to the simultaneous satisfaction of other needs. (Max-
Neef, 1991: 36) These are considered the ideal satisfiers due to the fact that they 
effectively meet several fundamental needs at the same time. Max-Neef uses breast-
feeding as a prime example of a synergic satisfier as it simultaneously meets the 
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baby’s need for Subsistence, Protection and Affection as well as the mother’s need for 
Identity. Other examples include self-managed production and self-managed house 
building programs as they will satisfy multiple needs such as: Subsistence, 
Understanding, Participation, Creation, Identity and Freedom. 
  
Human needs, self-reliance and organic articulations are the pillars which support 
Human Scale Development. However, these pillars must be sustained on a solid 
foundation which is the creation of those conditions where people are the protagonists 
in their future. If people are to be the main actors in Human Scale Development, both 
the diversity as well as the autonomy of the spaces in which they act must be 
respected. (Max-Neef, 1991:8) Max-Neef’s theory of needs and satisfiers can be used 
to diagnose the most pressing needs of a local community, or of the wider society. It 
can also shed light on destructive ways in which an individual attempts to satisfy a 
particular need and at the same time blocks the satisfaction of several other needs (de 
Wet, 2007:6). It is clear that Max-Neef’s understanding of development and the 
Human Scale Development theory focuses on people and the way they live, not about 
objects, things or services given to them. It is something that a community or a 
society does for itself. The energy and values rise from within and express themselves 
in ordinary day-to-day activities and in concrete plans and action. 
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5. Analysis. 
What are the key features and characteristics of Voluntourism? 
This section of the analysis will attempt to highlight the key features and 
characteristics of voluntourism. Traditionally, international volunteering opportunities 
have tended to be long-term skills-based placements, run by development agencies, 
humanitarian organizations, NGO’s, educational institutions, and religious groups 
(Morgan, 2009). Though some critics claim that well meaning voluntourists lack the 
skills and the know-how necessary to provide adequate assistance in whatever field 
they have chosen, be it working with children or those affected by HIV, or animals 
and conservation (Smulain, 2010). 
From an initial standpoint voluntourism ideally benefits the destination community in 
several ways.  First of all, the aid projects volunteers contribute to such as building 
schools and homes, digging wells, reading to children are ideally useful, necessary 
projects that will improve life in the destination community.  Hosting foreign 
volunteers contributes to cross-cultural understanding and reduces cultural prejudices 
as the volunteers and the locals interact and live together, even though the trips are 
usually only for a week or two.” (Bovee, 2011) Thus achieving the basic needs of 
Identity, Understanding, Creation and Participation. In other words Synergic 
satisfaction is achieved. 
As defined by the tourism industry, voluntourism is more than just an exchange 
between tourists and host communities, it is an “opportunity” for individuals to 
exercise cooperative service, to mature beyond a competitive, non-integral view of 
humanity, and to embrace the harmony that exists amongst and between people. 
(Spears & Kidder, 2004; Voluntourism.org, 2010) Morgan (2009) adds that; The 
diversity and span of the volunteer tourism sector makes it very difficult to establish a 
clear business model. Volunteer tourism offers hybrid options posed to satisfy the 
demands of tourists. Though certain characteristics can indeed be drawn out. 
Voluntourism trips are shorter, more entertaining versions of the kind of international 
work long sponsored by the likes of church missions and the Peace Corps (Fitzpatrick, 
2007).  It (voluntourism) has become a buzzword with travel providers. Travelers can 
add between a week and a month to their pleasure itineraries to work on projects such 
as building schools and conservation projects.” (Norman & Richter 2010: 223) 
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A prime example could be going to South Africa to spend a week with children 
infected with or orphaned by HIV/AIDS followed by a short safari of Kruger National 
Park and visiting Robben Island where Nelson Mandela was imprisoned.  
Individuals engage in voluntourism due to its ability to combine the best intentions of 
the not-for-profit sector with the excitement of the tourism sector to create stimulating, 
service oriented vacations. (Spears & Kidder, 2004) 
According to Smulian (2012)  Africa, Asia and Latin America are the most popular 
destinations. This has as much to do with the global perception of these areas as in 
desperate need of first-world aid, as it does with the exotic locations available. At the 
moment, the vast majority of volunteer vacations projects send people from North 
America and Europe to developing countries in Africa, South America and Asia. This 
is largely because it requires money, time and access to travel abroad and those three 
resources are available mainly in the First World. (Ellis, 2007)  In general, the flow of 
volunteer tourists tends to be from the global North to the global South, with all age 
groups participating. Volunteer tourism is a mushrooming industry and searches for 
such holidays online and in bookshops unearth a staggering array of options. (Norman 
& Richter 2010: 223) 
 “The nature of volunteer tourism (being demand driven) is such that the pattern of 
volunteering does not necessarily reflect real need or poverty levels. Many of the 
most vulnerable countries are regarded as unsafe and therefore may be undesirable to 
volunteers. Far more attractive are destinations that are considered exotic, safe, warm 
and offering a degree of adventure and interaction with different cultures or 
charismatic animals.” (Lee, 2010) Thus emphasizing and leaning towards the leisure-
aspect of many voluntourists. One should also keep in mind that “voluntourism 
companies are a business, and so have other objectives besides helping the host 
community”. (Bovee, 2012) When combining the tourism industry with volunteer 
work as the term “voluntourism” implies. One should also be critical to whether or 
not the market is geared toward profit rather than the needs of the communities 
(Fitzpatrick, 2007). 
 Voluntourism is an industry, after all, and so many companies are focused more on 
their own bottom line than on the impact they have (or don’t have) on the 
community.  Take, for example, the fact that many companies focus on sending 
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people to popular destinations rather than destinations that actually need 
volunteers.  It makes sense from a business perspective: if people want to go to, for 
example South Africa, and are willing to pay to go there and volunteer, then of course 
voluntourism companies are going to come up with packages that take people to an 
impoverished area or Township and let them build something, even if it isn’t needed 
or perhaps even wanted.  The problem with that logic is that you can’t simply pick a 
place on a map and assume that the people there will welcome volunteers, especially 
foreign volunteers (Bovee, 2012). 
Concern about these forms of volunteering have been raised in recent years by 
academics, activist and volunteer organizations. Because ‘voluntourist’ contributions 
are often brief, the work that can be done is usually low skilled.”(Norman & Richter, 
2010: 6) Ideally, voluntourism is a people-to-people experience, in which the helper 
and the helped become acquainted with one another. Just as the Peace Corps or UN 
Volunteers strives to create cultural exchange and understandings, even brief periods 
of working together gives everyone involved insight into the world of the “other”. 
(Ellis, 2007) Egmond (2007) identifies that one of the primary motivations engaging 
in volunteer tourism is to observe poverty” “Admittedly volunteer tourist actively 
engage in regenerating programs to improve the living conditions of the locals 
however never the less, Egmond (2007) additionally claims that through observing 
poverty, volunteer tourists seek emotionally resonance and often leave their holiday 
with a heightened sense of contentment for their own lives. However, existing 
research on voluntourism has neglected to inquire or consider the host residents’ 
attitudes toward voluntourism. In this regard, it is important to remember that 
voluntourism is two-fold with host communities playing an essential role (Spears & 
Kidder, 2004). 
In conclusion to briefly sum up what the key features and characteristics of 
voluntourism are, the following points have been extracted from the analysis.  
Voluntourism is generally; Short term excursions, consistent of unskilled labor, 
Targets mainly safe and exotic destination (in Africa, Latin America and Africa) and 
due to the nature of the tourism industry as a business, demand driven.    
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Does voluntourism create dependencies?  
 
(Voluntourism can create inhibiting satisfiers, suffocating local communities creating 
dependencies, using examples of clothing, food and free labor) 
 
One would assume that donating old clothing to poor African communities would be 
a good thing right? You give the clothes to, for example, a local church group and it is 
then shipped off to Africa. You are now satisfying, according to Max-Neef, the basic 
need of Subsistence. However, local African tailors are put out of business, because 
people can get their clothing for free from donation shipments. Local economies 
suffer, the local tailor fades away and their tailoring skills fade with them since there 
is no demand or need for a tailor in the community. This example can also be used in 
certain cases for food donations in some countries. Why grow your own produce 
when you can have the finished product for free? Though it is a very blunt assumption 
one could ask the same question regarding the vast amount of young people with well 
intentions of doing good in the developing world; Why build a school when a group 
of eager volunteers will do the dirty work for free?  
There is a real danger of voluntourist crowding out local workers, especially when 
people are prepared to pay for the privilege to volunteer.”(Norman & Richter, 2010: 
6) Though this is a bold statement and to a certain degree an unfair one as well since 
the very nature of volunteering does not defy traditional employment. However, it can 
be argued that the constant stream of, short term unskilled labor (voluntourist) can 
create a vicious circle and deter local employment since they are competing with a 
“work force” who is not only willing to work for free but as a matter of fact willing to 
pay in order to work for free. Ian Birrell (2010) additionally elaborates; Once again, 
clumsy attempts to do good end up harming communities we want to help. We have 
seen it with foreign aid destroying local enterprises. We have seen it with the 
dumping of cheap food and clothes, devastating industries and encouraging a 
dependency culture. And now we see it with “voluntourism. 
According to Lee (2010). The projects that volunteer tourism organizations promote 
encourage volunteers to think that development is something that can be “done” to the 
poor, such as; teaching, building, caring. A prime example of the aforementioned is 
the organization named Voluntourism.org. Their main objectives are as followed; “At 
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voluntourism.org our mission is quite simple: To Educate, To empower, and To 
Engage.”7  Whilst these activities are not, in themselves, inherently bad, they do 
however encourage a simplistic view of development, and reinforce power relations 
in favor of the developed world; poor people have needs that volunteers can 
understand and meet whilst those in the developing world cannot (Lee, 2010). Though 
this is indeed a somewhat simplistic view, when adding such examples to the Human 
Scale Development Theory, we do indeed find out that though attempting to satisfy a 
basic need such as Subsistence we are perhaps creating Inhibiting or even, to a certain 
extent, Destructive Satisfiers since other basic needs such as Participation, Identity 
and Creation fail to be achieved by creating dependencies. It is because of these 
multiple dependencies that development geared towards self-reliance and the 
satisfaction of human needs is inhibited (Max-Neef, 1991: 56) 
According to Lee (2010), the industry also feeds stereotypes (the rich helping the 
poor) and rather than working “with” communities, volunteers and organizations 
think of themselves as working for “for” communities (Smulian, 2010). In the Third 
World, the price paid for capital accumulation and efficiency is dependence. Yet 
dependence inhibits the satisfaction of fundamental human needs and, therefore is a 
price which should not be tolerated. (Max-Neef 1991:63) 
Kate Lee (2010) from the International Institute for Environment and Development 
concludes that; Unfortunately, voluntourism in its current structure does not address 
real need. It has been shaped and driven by what tourist want. 
Avoiding and prevention of dependency is seen as a crucial necessity. Care must be 
taken to avoid local dependence on tourists who bring hand-outs for the community. 
Bringing even seemingly simple things like toothpaste, coca-cola, or used clothing 
may create demand for products that can only be supplied from outside the 
community. Additionally, from the work perspective, if residents feel that the 
volunteers will come and “fix everything”, that may also foster dependency.” 
(Lamoureux, 2012: 6) The acceptance of such demands not only nurtures 
dependencies, but also reinforces them. We are caught in a vicious circle within 
which little or nothing can be accomplished in terms of satisfying the most vital needs 
of the great masses in Third World countries (Max-Neef, 1991: 57) 
                                                        
7 Voluntourism.org  
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Ironically one could argue, when applying the Human Scale Development Theory to 
voluntourism that it is the voluntourist that achieves Synergic satisfiers due to the fact 
that multiple fundamental needs of their own are met such as Identity, Participation 
and Creation. Dependent relations from the international space to the local spaces, 
and from the technological to the cultural domain, generate and reinforce processes of 
dominance that frustrate the satisfaction of human needs” (Max-neef, 1991: 57)  
 
 
AIDS Orphan Tourism 
“Orphanhood is a globally circulated commodity”. In the case of rising trends in 
volunteer tourism, the commodification of “AIDS orphans emerges as well. (Norman 
& Richter, 2010: 4) 
 
According to professor Linda Richter, the executive director of the South Africa-
based Human  Sciences Research Council, the problems associated with voluntourism 
are most acute when the projects involves children. Ironically though, several 
volunteer tourism operators frequently advertise the enormous “needs” of both the 
institution and the children who reside there, and Short-term volunteer tourist are 
encouraged to ‘make intimate connections’ with previously neglected, abused, and 
abandoned young children. However, shortly after these ‘connections’ have been 
made, tourist leave. …Unfortunately, many of the children they leave behind have 
experienced another abandonment to the detriment of their short- and long term 
emotional and social development.” (Norman & Richter, 2010: 222) However, in a 
TIME Magazine article (Fitzpatrick, 2007; Norman & Richter, 2010: 224) opposing 
views were presented. Sally Brown, founder of Ambassadors for Children, countered 
that “If a kid can be held for a couple of days, you’re able to make a small difference” 
Ambassadors for Children (AFC) is a not-for-profit organization dedicated to serving 
children around the world through short-term humanitarian service trips and 
sustainable programs.8 Upon further in depth investigation into Dr Sally Browns’ 
Ambassadors for Children is no longer operational and has seized all activities since 
2008.    
   
                                                        
8 ambassadorsforchildren.com 
                                                                    
23 
 
“AIDS orphan tourism is one aspect of the global ‘Voluntourism’ industry as an 
emotional connection with needy young children is at the core of what voluntourists 
want to experience.”(Norman & Richter, 2010: 7) Richard Stupart (2011) additionally  
argues that paying money either to operators or to orphanages directly for the 
privilege of interacting actually serves to create a market for orphans. Orphanages are 
a booming business trading on guilt. Westerners take pity on the children and end up 
creating a grotesque market that capitalizes on their concerns (Birrell, 2010).  
While the appeal for volunteers to help at international orphanages may sound real, 
any orphanage that allows a steady stream of volunteers to interact with the children 
are not putting the needs of the child first and may in fact be praying on well-
intentioned but ill informed foreigners. Norman & Richter (2010) elaborate this point; 
AIDS orphans “have economic valence” and “Orphanhood is a globally circulated 
commodity.” 
When applying the ambition and desire of voluntourists to help orphans to the Human 
Scale Development Theory, the voluntourist is indeed satisfying the basic need of 
Subsistence however though this should be considered an Inhibiting Satisfier at best 
as the need for Subsistence is met to such an excessive degree that other basic needs 
such as Identity and Affection are suffocated due to the short term nature of 
voluntourism. In fact, realistically we should be leaning towards Pseudo Satisfiers or 
actually Destructive Satisfiers as the children’s basic needs of Affection, Identity and 
Understanding fail to be satisfied, thus enforcing the argument that what would 
initially be interpreted as “doing the most good” actually should be considered “doing 
the most harm”. Voluntourism is potentially exploitative of children suffering 
adversity as a result of poverty and HIV/AIDS. Thus far, no formal regulations exist 
in any sub-Saharan African country to protect children from such practices. 
Nonetheless, opportunities for this form of voluntourism continue unabated.” 
(Norman & Richter 2010: 225) Child advocates should protest these practices and 
welfare authorities should ensure they are stopped. Thus far, no formal regulations 
exist in any sub-Saharan African country to protect children from such practices. The 
weight of current evidence suggest that these activities are not in the best interest of 
children and those working to protect children and children’s rights should be deeply 
concerned .”(Norman & Richter, 2010: 8) 
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Volunteer projects must be “owned” by the local community. Tour operators and non-
profit organizations that bring tourists to do projects that they believe to be 
important for a host community likely face failure. Experience has shown that the 
community must be a part (or all) of deciding what is needed for a project to continue, 
be successful, and have an impact. Ideally, the host community would also be 
involved in the activity in some level.” (Lamoureux, 2012: 5) Welfare authorities 
must act against voluntourism companies and residential homes that exploit 
misguided international sympathies to make profits at the extent of children’s well-
being.”(Norman & Richter, 2010: 8) In relation to the Human Scale Development 
context voluntourists are interrelated to  interventionists. Max-Neef does not claim 
that voluntourists should be discouraged entirely from assisting a community to 
satisfy their fundamental needs, however, interventionist do have a role to play in the 
development process. Interventionist such as development practitioners, educators, 
pastoral workers, and others in caring professions can facilitate a community process 
in which people come together and start to listen to and support each other, identify 
their problems and the needs which are not being met, see what is blocking them from 
meeting those needs, agree on ways of moving towards optimum satisfaction of those 
needs and plan action together to make their lives more fulfilling. (de Wet, 2007:6) 
Lastly, well-meaning young people should be made aware of the potential 
consequences of their own involvement in these care settings, be discouraged from 
taking part in such tourist expeditions, and be given guidelines on how to manage 
relationships to minimize negative outcomes for young children.”(Norman & Richter. 
2010: 226) Deciding to be a voluntourist just because you have nothing better to do or 
you want to make your CV look better is not a good enough reason. You will not be 
able to give fully if you have self-interest as a priority. Keep in mind that the place 
you would be going to, is where real people with real needs and real emotions live. 
Your services are going to impact not only their present, but possibly their future (Lee, 
2010). The desire to engage with the world is laudable, as is the desire to volunteer. 
But we need to tread more carefully. Unless we have time and transferable skills, we 
might do better to simply travel, trade and spend money in developing countries. 
(Birrell, 2010) Voluntourism is not going to disappear as long as there is a demand to 
“do good” while traveling. In order for the sector to bring benefits to hosts as well as 
tourists it needs to be driven at a local level to meet local needs. 
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6. Conclusion. 
Though from a preliminary standpoint it is difficult to envision how voluntourism can 
have negative consequences when the overall ambition is to “do good” and contribute 
to a destination while vacationing, but in fact “anything” is not always better than 
“nothing” in the field of volunteering, at least not when you apply the Human Scale 
Development Theory of basic needs and how they can be achieved and satisfied. Due 
to very nature of voluntourism being a fusion of volunteer work and tourism it needs 
to be understood and clear that it is still a business catering for demand of people 
wanting to go. What appears to be a prime selling point and what might indeed also 
attract the most prospect voluntourists could very well also be the very same notion 
that does the most harm according to the Human Scale Development Theory. 
Orphanages with children infected with HIV/AIDS or orphaned as a consequence of 
such is indeed an extreme perception of how good intentions in fact can do severe 
harm as well as the tourism industry possibly treating children like a commodity in 
order to lure ambitious volunteers in with noble intentions. 
voluntourists pay to come for a short period  to do work, in many cases unskilled, that 
could have provided temporary employment to a local. How often this exact scenario 
happens is debatable, however it is another valid example of how good intentions to 
“make a difference” can have negative consequences such as the creation of 
dependency. It is important to realize and acknowledge that this can happen. 
Voluntourism, even in its purest form and when it does no harm, is not the sole 
answer to the world’s woes. The truth of the matter is that real, sustainable, long-term 
development requires a lot of hard work from people with specific skill sets and 
participation from the communities themselves, among other things in order to 
achieve sustainability and empowerment. According to Max-neef’s Human Scale 
Development Theory; in order to achieve Synergic Satisfiers the local community 
receiving “help” must participate and engage in the program at all the tiers of 
involvement. Many very real social problems have roots running deeper than lack of a 
school being built, a wall being painted, teaching English or a child’s basic need for 
affection that unskilled voluntourists can cater for and satisfy. Also important is a 
more thorough understanding and recognition of the fact that the existence of short 
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term volunturism excursions and projects alone are not a sufficient response to the 
complex problems such as poverty, development, illiteracy or the consequences of 
HIV/ADIS. The solution to these problems, however, are not to abandon nor condemn 
all voluntourism programs. It is though, of up most importance to be critical as a 
potential voluntourist that the agency, organization or company one choose to go with 
indeed entail projects that are well planned where synergic satisfiers are transparent, 
while operating within a strict ethical framework and where the host is involved on all 
appropriate participating levels . 
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Real Gap: <http://www.realgap.co.uk/child-care-abroad> 
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